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What	 is	 mystery?	 Long	 before	 detective	 fiction,	 long	 before	 fiction	 itself,	 the	 term	 was
operative,	 deriving	 apparently	 from	 Latin	mysterium,	 which	 comes	 from	 Greek	mysterion,
meaning	“secret	 rite	or	doctrine.”	Someone	participating	 in	 such	a	“Mystery”	was	a	mystes,
“one	who	has	been	initiated.”1	The	earliest	and	most	important	ceremonies	seem	to	have	been
the	Greek	Eleusinian	Mysteries,	centered	on	the	cult	of	Demeter	and	Persephone.2	These	secret
ceremonies	endured	for	some	 two	millennia,	and	subsequent	mystery	“cults”	have	flourished
throughout	Western	history:	often	in	opposition	to	hegemonic	Christianity,	but	also—ever	since
the	 rise	 of	 science	 in	 the	 sixteenth	 century—in	 opposition	 to	 Enlightenment	 reason.
Freemasonry,	 for	 example,	 recurrently	 seems	 to	 operate	 like	 a	Mystery;	 as	 does	 the	 rise	 of
antirational	 theosophy—associated	 with	 Madame	 Blavatsky—at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 nineteenth
century.
With	 respect	 to	 Enlightenment	 assumptions,	 “Mystery”	 seems	 to	 involve	 a	 set	 of	 secret
procedures	for	addressing	a	scandal	at	the	core	of	life	itself:	a	blind	spot	or	radical	limitation
that	 Enlightenment	 reason	 alone	 is	 incapable	 of	 overcoming.	 Reliance	 on	 initiation,	 on
privileged	access	 to	 secret	doctrine	and	 ritual,	points	 to	a	project	 for	engaging	 that	 scandal.
The	ultimate	blind	spot	and	radical	limitation	that	unaided	reason	cannot	accommodate	is	death
itself:	the	fact—so	offensive	to	reason—that	we	are	born	to	die,	that	our	self	itself	is	destined
to	 conclude	 in	 a	 space	 of	 unknowable	 darkness,	 where	 we	 cease	 to	 be.	 Mystery	 seeks	 to
engage	 the	 limits	 hemming	 in	 ego	 and	 operative	 beyond	 its	 sway—the	 ways	 in	 which,
intolerably,	we	remain	creatures	in	the	dark	rather	than	creators	in	the	light.	It	 is	no	accident
that	the	Eleusinian	Mysteries	centered	on	Demeter	and	Persephone—the	story	of	the	goddess	of
agriculture	and	fertility	who	lost	her	daughter	to	Hades,	the	god	of	death	and	the	underworld.
Determined	to	retrieve	Persephone,	Demeter	could	extract	from	Zeus	no	more	than	a	promise
of	her	daughter’s	return	for	six	months	out	of	the	year.	Darkness	and	death	insist	on	their	claim
for	 the	other	 six	months,	 the	myth	 thus	 signaling	 the	binding	of	 summer	 to	winter,	of	 light	 to
dark,	 of	 life	 to	death.	 In	 its	most	 powerful	 religious	 forms,	mystery	 engages	 the	 reality	 that,
ultimately,	 we	 cannot	 remain	 ourselves—self-owned,	 self-defined,	 self-knowing.	 Put
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otherwise,	mystery,	at	its	heart,	intimates	the	undoing	of	identity.
Freud’s	 notion	 of	 “uncanny”	 addresses	 something	 of	 the	 same	 dispossession	 of	 self.	 It
engages	those	moments	when	our	habitual	self-world	relation	slips	its	coherence	and	we	find
ourselves	 in	an	unmappable	other	 space—a	space	where	we	are	no	 longer	canny,	no	 longer
familiar	with	the	procedures,	no	longer	ourselves.3	This	dynamic	induces	vertigo	as	the	normal
traffic	between	self	and	world	comes	to	a	halt.	As	long	as	our	world	had	continued	to	remain
recognizable,	we	managed	to	move	through	it	with	our	conventions	intact.	This	is	what	“canny”
means:	the	capacity	to	make	our	ambient	world	“work”	for	us,	to	believe	with	justification	that
“I	can.”	The	“uncanny,”	like	Mystery,	arises	when	those	conventions	rupture.	The	outbreak	of
the	“uncanny”	involves	the	unfurnishing	of	a	previously	furnished	ego.
Freud	 takes	 such	 moments	 of	 unfurnishing	 as	 signs	 of	 the	 original	 frailty	 of	 ego	 itself.
Arguing	 that	 life	 takes	 initial	 shape	 as	 the	 infant’s	 unindividuated	 extension	 into	world—no
distinctions	 yet	 established	 between	 here	 and	 there,	 inner	 and	 outer—Freud	 envisages	 the
painful	 path	we	pursue	 toward	 individuation	 as	 beset	 on	 all	 sides	 by	pitfalls	 of	 relapse.	At
such	 moments	 of	 relapse	 the	 exterior	 world	 sheds	 its	 reliable	 objectivity—its	 vouchsafed
otherness	 obedient	 to	 scientific	 mapping—and	 becomes	 once	 more	 a	 scene	 shaped	 by
unconscious	projection.	It	all	becomes	strange:	estranged.	What	we	took	to	be	“out	there”	turns
bizarre,	 is	 recognized	 as	 coming	 from	 “in	 here.”	 Horrifyingly,	 we	 seem	 to	 be	 doing	 it
ourselves.
The	 supreme	 mystery	 text	 of	 Western	 culture	 is	 Sophocles’s	Oedipus	 the	 King:	 where
individual	identity	reveals	itself	as	not	only	saturated	in	scandal	but	conceived	in	it.	Oedipus’s
entire	 personal	 history	 is	 founded	 on	 the	 breaking	 of	 familial	 and	 social	 taboo.	 What	 had
appeared	 to	be	outer	catastrophe—the	plague	of	Thebes—is	shown	to	be	 inner	scandal—the
crimes	 of	 Oedipus.	 Unbeknownst	 to	 himself,	 he	 is	 in	 intolerable	 relation	 to	 his	 father,	 his
mother,	 and	his	 city.	 Inner	 and	outer	 are	 joined	 at	 the	hip.	The	 canniest	 of	men—greatest	 of
warriors	 and	 leaders—emerges	 as	 uncanny	 disaster.	 To	 cure	 the	 plague	 of	 Thebes	 requires
destroying	Oedipus.	Sophocles’s	play	 intimates	 that	we	as	 individuals	may	be	 in	 relation	 to
others	and	to	the	culture	we	inhabit	in	ways	we	did	not	know	and	cannot	bear	to	learn,	all	this
through	 no	 correctable	 fault	 of	 our	 own,	 yet	 our	 fault	 nevertheless.	 We	 were	 not	 forced.
Confronted	with	what	he	has	done	and	therefore	who	he	unknowingly	has	been	all	along	and
still	 is,	 Oedipus	 undoes	 himself,	 tears	 out	 his	 eyes,	 relinquishes	 identity.	 The	 mystery	 of
identity—identity	as	mystery—can	go	no	further.
In	contrast	to	this	terrifying,	quasi-religious	mode	of	mystery—where	identity	glimpses	its
own	 limits,	 its	 own	 shattering—the	 West	 has	 produced	 for	 centuries	 (creating	 in	 the	 late
nineteenth	century	an	entire	subgenre)	a	literature	of	“detective	fiction.”	This	mode,	fueled	by
an	Enlightenment	faith	in	reason,	seeks	less	to	acknowledge	mystery	than	to	eradicate	it—“to
create	 a	 mystery	 for	 the	 sole	 purpose	 of	 effecting	 its	 effortless	 dissipation.”4	 In	 detective
fiction,	 the	 procedures	 are	 reason	 guided	 rather	 than	 ritualistic,	 and	 the	 corpse	 in	 question
rarely	registers	as	a	death’s	head	presaging	our	own	coming	extinction.
For	a	classic	example	of	mystery	thus	sanitized,	protected	from	the	menace	of	death	and	the
collapse	of	ego—of	mystery	engaged	as	pure	adventure	and	made	safe	for	consumption—think
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of	Dan	Brown’s	The	Da	Vinci	Code.	This	novel	pursues	an	external	mystery	centered	on	the
game	of	detection	 itself,	not	on	engaging	 the	 threat	of	mortality	 that	uncannily	attaches	 to	 the
career	of	ego.	There	are	no	memorable	figures	in	The	Da	Vinci	Code—no	doomed	Oedipus	or
Jocasta—only	 flat	 characters	 acting	 as	 counters	 in	 the	 service	 of	 the	 game:	 the	 great
impersonal	game	of	finding	out.	Not	that	that	game	of	detecting	is	trivial:	Western	culture	has
insisted	 immemorially	 that	 someone	 or	 something	must	 know	what	 is	 going	 on.	 Someone	 or
something	 must	 be	 accountable	 for	 the	 fall	 of	 a	 sparrow	 and	 the	 suffering	 of	 Job—must,
however	 silent,	 know	 why	 these	 things	 occur,	 be	 responsible	 for	 their	 occurring.	 Our
traditional	name	for	 this	knowing	function	is	God	or	 the	gods—or,	 in	Faulkner’s	vocabulary,
“fate.”	God	serves,	precisely,	to	name	and	contain	mystery.	“[G]od	represents	…	man’s	most
strenuous	attempt	to	overcome	mystery.”5	In	detective	fiction,	the	detached	detective	himself—
Holmes	and	all	his	counterparts—stands	in	for	God.	He	overcomes	mystery—by	explaining	it.
Mystery	cedes	to	the	reasoning	mind,	the	scandal	is	contained,	our	own	coming	death	can	once
again	be	put	out	of	mind.	The	detective	refurnishes	our	menaced	egos	by	curing	the	plague	of
Thebes—or	London	or	Los	Angeles	or	Jefferson—at	least	for	a	time,	at	least	until	it	breaks	out
again.
What	has	this	to	do	with	Faulkner	and	race?	A	great	deal.	In	the	conference	description	this
year,	the	two	terms—mystery	and	detective	fiction—are	treated	as	interchangeable.	The	rubric
is	 “Faulkner	 and	 Mystery,”	 and	 the	 opening	 sentence	 of	 the	 “Call	 for	 Papers”	 speaks	 of
Faulkner’s	“deep	 interest	 if	not	 in	what	 is	normally	 regarded	as	detective	 fiction,	 then	 in	 its
thematic	and	formal	staple:	the	process	of	detection.”	But	quasi-religious	mystery	and	reason-
fueled	detection—even	 though	 they	are	 regularly	coupled—may	point	 in	opposed	directions.
With	respect	to	Faulkner’s	mysteries	of	race	and	identity,	I	argue	that	they	do	point	in	opposed
directions,	and	that	his	work	enacts	a	parabolic	arc	of	changing	values.	His	fiction	begins	by
ignoring	 race,	 then—charged	 with	 new	 energy—moves	 toward	 race	 as	 mystery	 (Light	 in
August),	then	plunges	into	the	heart	of	such	mystery	(Absalom,	Absalom!),	then	turns	away	from
race	as	mystery	(Go	Down,	Moses),	and	ends	in	pure	detection	(Intruder	in	the	Dust).
2
Light	in	August	is	Faulkner’s	breakthrough	novel	about	racial	identity	as	mystery.	In	his	career,
blacks	emerge	as	significant	only	in	Flags	in	the	Dust	and	The	Sound	and	the	Fury,	where	no
mystery	 attaches	 to	 them.6	 There	 they	 bask	 in	 their	 author’s	 keen	 observation,	 kept	 by	 their
blackness	 from	 inner	 development,	 protected	 as	 well	 from	 the	 turmoil	 besetting	 Horace
Benbow,	 Bayard	 Sartoris,	 and	 the	 Compson	 brothers.	 White	 turmoil	 takes	 center	 stage,
begetting	 the	 stylistic	 innovations	 of	The	 Sound	 and	 the	 Fury	 and	 then	 of	As	 I	 Lay	Dying.
Blacks	are	minor	in	Sanctuary	as	well,	but	everything	changes	in	Light	in	August.
It	 is	 as	 though	 Faulkner	 sat	 up	 in	 bed	 after	 a	 nightmare	 sometime	 in	 1931	 and	 asked
himself:	what	would	I	feel	like	if	I	suddenly	found	myself	to	be	one	of	them?	What	would	I	feel
like:	 there	 was	 no	 question	 of	 them.	 The	 novel	 didn’t	 ask	 who	 (as	 a	 community	 living	 in
segregated	“freedman’s”	districts	of	every	town	in	the	South)	they	might	be.	No	empathic	entry
into	Southern	blackness,	virtually	no	blacks	in	the	novel	at	all.	No:	what	was	required	was	that
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the	one	suffering	from	race	relations	be	taken	as	white—yet	be	trapped	in	a	weave	of	racial
rumor	about	his	identity	at	its	core	genetic	level.	The	man	had	to	be	unable	to	know	what	blood
ran	 in	his	veins.	That	would	be	 the	mystery	he	embodied,	a	mystery	of	 identity	scrupulously
guarded	not	only	from	others	in	the	novel,	but	from	the	man	himself,	as	well	as	from	the	novel’s
readers.	 This	 narrow	 optic	 brought	 to	 focus	 an	 extraordinary	 insight.	 Beneath	 the	 surface
confidence	of	Southern	whites	ran	a	racial	insecurity	bordering	on	hysteria.7	If	a	drop	of	black
blood	was	 thought	 to	make	 a	white	man	 black,	who	might	 not	 unknowingly	 carry	 this	 toxic
drop?	 No	 one	 could	 see	 the	 internal	 wreckage	 that	 drop	 would	 have	 wrought.	 Invisibly
infected	carriers	might	be	anywhere.	Such	anxiety	might	be	enough	to	make	many	a	white	man
in	the	segregated	South	have	trouble	going	back	to	sleep,	once	he	had	sat	bolt	upright	at	3:00
a.m.	and	wondered:	what	if	I	were	black	and	didn’t	know	it?
How	 can	 racial	 identity	 be	 a	 serious	 mystery	 in	 a	 novel	 that	 has	 virtually	 no	 black
characters?	Yet	racial	hysteria—like	a	bomb	threat—can	flare	up,	uncontrollably,	with	neither
blacks	nor	bombs	anywhere	to	be	found.	In	an	essay	entitled	“Stranger	in	the	Village”	James
Baldwin	explains	the	logic	of	this	hysteria:	“At	the	root	of	the	American	Negro	problem,”	he
writes,	“is	the	necessity	of	the	American	white	man	to	find	a	way	of	living	with	the	Negro	in
order	 to	 live	with	 himself.	…	 ‘the	Negro-in-America	 is	 a	 form	of	 insanity	which	 overtakes
white	men.’”8	 It	 is	 as	 though	 the	American	white	man	has	been	 surreptitiously	 infected	with
Negroness.	The	insanity	such	infection	releases	is	white	alone.	My	figure	of	speech	invokes	the
blood,	which	is	Light	in	August’s	obsessive	concern.	Joe	Christmas	is	incapable	of	finding	a
way	of	living	with	the	Negro	in	order	to	live	with	himself,	and	this	because	he	senses	his	dark
twin	living	inejectably,	blood-coiled,	beneath	his	skin.	How	does	Christmas	come	to	believe
this?	How	does	Faulkner	let	us	find	it	out?
The	first	scene	where	we	realize	that	Christmas	may	be	black	occurs	some	seventy	pages
into	 the	 book.	 Far	 enough	 along	 for	 readers	 to	 feel	 tricked:	 which	 is	 to	 say,	 to	 resent	 the
author’s	not	giving	us	in	advance	the	racial	information	we	require.	(We	have	spent	fifty	pages
already	in	Christmas’s	company:	we	deserve	better.)	Such	resentment	boomerangs	on	us	once
we	ask	what	is	at	stake	in	our	demanding	to	know,	first	off,	a	character’s	racial	pedigree.	Here
is	the	scene.	Joe	Brown,	Christmas’s	erstwhile	partner,	is	being	grilled	as	he	tries	to	explain	to
an	angry	public	what	he	has	been	doing	with	Christmas.	The	latter	is	suspected	of	having	slit
Joanna	 Burden’s	 throat,	 set	 fire	 to	 her	 house,	 and	 fled.	 A	 thousand-dollar	 reward	 has	 been
offered	to	anyone	who	can	identify	the	killer,	and	Brown	wants	to	collect	it.	The	riled	town,
however,	wants	to	know	what	Brown	was	doing	at	the	scene	of	the	fire.	Byron	Bunch	narrates
what	comes	next:
	
“I	reckon	he	was	desperate	by	then.	I	reckon	he	could	not	only	see	that	thousand	dollars	getting	further	away	from	him,	but
that	he	could	begin	to	see	somebody	else	getting	it.	…	Because	they	said	it	was	just	like	he	had	been	saving	what	he	told
them	next	for	just	such	a	time	as	this.	Like	he	had	knowed	that	if	it	come	to	a	pinch,	this	would	save	him.	…	‘That’s	right,’
he	says.	‘Go	on.	Accuse	me.	Accuse	the	white	man	that’s	trying	to	help	you	with	what	he	knows.	Accuse	the	white	man
and	let	the	nigger	go	free.	Accuse	the	white	and	let	the	nigger	run.’
“‘Nigger?’	the	sheriff	said.	‘Nigger?’
“It’s	like	he	knew	he	had	them	then.	Like	nothing	they	could	believe	he	had	done	would	be	as	bad	as	what	he	could	tell
that	somebody	else	had	done.	‘You’re	so	smart,’	he	says.	‘The	folks	in	this	town	is	so	smart.	Fooled	for	three	years.	Calling
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him	a	foreigner	for	three	years,	when	soon	as	I	watched	him	three	days	I	knew	he	wasn’t	no	more	a	foreigner	than	I	am.	I
knew	before	he	even	told	me	himself.’	And	them	watching	him	now,	and	looking	now	and	then	at	one	another.
“‘You	better	be	careful	what	you	are	saying,	if	it	is	a	white	man	you	are	talking	about,’	the	marshall	says.	‘I	don’t	care	if
he	is	a	murderer	or	not.’	…
“‘A	nigger,’	the	marshall	said.	‘I	always	thought	there	was	something	funny	about	that	fellow.’”9
Five	times	hurled	into	that	space	of	contestation,	the	word	“nigger”	magically	reconfigures
the	 stakes	 involved.	 Brown	 exits	 from	 the	 space	 of	 suspicion,	 as	 Christmas	 comes	 to	 fill
(overfill)	 that	 space	by	himself.	All	 eyes—with	previously	blurred	vision	now	corrected	 to
20/20—are	 turned	on	 this	 absent	 figure.	 “Nigger”	 is	bad	enough,	but	 it	 could	be	dealt	with.
What	is	intolerable	is	that	none	of	them	spotted	him	in	advance.	The	marshall	warningly	trots
out	to	Brown	the	South’s	hierarchy	of	crimes.	To	murder	someone	is	less	culpable	than	to	call
a	white	man	a	“nigger.”
Subsequent	 recognitions	 click	 into	 place:	 “I	 always	 thought	 there	 was	 something	 funny
about	that	fellow,”	the	marshall	says.	His	access	to	this	recognition	is	revealing.	The	lack	of
clarity	 he	 and	 his	 countrymen	 felt	 during	 their	 actual	 experience	 of	 Christmas	 has	 been
satisfyingly	dispelled.	Now	they	know	what	that	was	all	about.	Retrospective	judgment	silently
reconfigures	earlier	experience	so	that	 it	 fits	ongoing	prejudice.	Uncertainty	gets	“corrected”
into	fixed	(and	fatal)	conviction.	It	doesn’t	stop	there.	Joanna	Burden—while	alive,	a	strange
Yankee	woman	living	alone	in	their	vicinity—becomes,	once	dead,	a	martyr	to	Southern	honor,
the	victim	of	black	bestiality:	“Among	 them	[were	 those]	who	believed	aloud	 that	 it	was	an
anonymous	negro	crime	committed	not	by	a	negro	but	by	Negro	and	who	knew,	believed,	and
hoped	that	she	had	been	ravished	too:	at	least	once	before	her	throat	was	cut	and	at	least	once
afterward”	(611).	“Nigger”	carries	with	 it	an	 inalterably	subhuman	narrative.	As	for	Brown,
wielder	of	the	term,	we	can	infer	that	he	is	lying	about	his	own	process	of	recognition.	He	too
was	blind	 to	Christmas’s	 racial	 identity,	until	Christmas	 informed	him	otherwise.	But	he	has
forgotten	 that	 he	 is	 lying	 about	 it,	 so	 soothing	 is	 it	 to	 rewrite	 earlier	 blindness	 into	 later
enlightenment.	Except	that	it	is	not	enlightenment.	No	one	knows	if	Christmas	is	black,	but	none
of	this	not	knowing	will	prevent	the	citizens	of	Jefferson	from	killing	and	castrating	him.	We
alone	 are	 sure	 that	 his	 racial	 identity	 remains	 a	 mystery:	 there	 is	 nothing	 satisfying	 about
knowing	this.
Although	Christmas	outwits	the	pursuers	who	are	convinced	that	he	is	a	nigger-murderer-
rapist,	he	chooses,	finally,	to	turn	himself	in:	“I	am	tired	of	running	of	having	to	carry	my	life
like	 it	was	a	basket	of	eggs”	(648,	emphasis	 in	 the	original).	He	makes	sure	 that	 the	day	he
starts	trying	to	do	so	is	a	Friday.	On	Saturday	he	succeeds	in	getting	recognized	and	caught.	Of
all	 of	Light	 in	August’s	 narratives	moves,	 this	 is	 perhaps	 the	most	 brilliant.	 Faulkner	 turns
over	 the	 telling	 of	 Christmas’s	 capture	 to	 an	 anonymous	 townsman,	 who	 speaks	 to	 other
anonymous	townsmen	as	follows:
“He	don’t	look	any	more	like	a	nigger	than	I	do.	But	it	must	have	been	the	nigger	blood	in	him.	It	looked	like	he	had	set	out
to	get	himself	caught	like	a	man	might	set	out	to	get	married.	He	had	got	clean	away	for	a	whole	week.	…	Then	yesterday
morning	 he	 come	 into	 Mottstown	 in	 broad	 daylight,	 on	 a	 Saturday	 with	 the	 town	 full	 of	 folks.	 He	 went	 into	 a	 white
barbershop	like	a	white	man,	and	because	he	looked	like	a	white	man	they	never	suspected	him.	…	They	shaved	him	and
cut	his	hair	and	he	payed	them	and	walked	out	and	right	into	a	store	and	bought	a	new	shirt	and	a	tie	and	a	straw	hat.	…
Faulkner and Mystery, edited by Annette Trefzer, and Ann J. Abadie, University Press of Mississippi, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/swarthmore/detail.action?docID=1701948.
Created from swarthmore on 2020-08-12 14:47:15.
C
op
yr
ig
ht
 ©
 2
01
4.
 U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 P
re
ss
 o
f M
is
si
ss
ip
pi
. A
ll 
rig
ht
s 
re
se
rv
ed
.
And	then	he	walked	the	streets	in	broad	daylight,	like	he	owned	the	town,	walking	back	and	forth	with	people	passing	him	a
dozen	times	and	not	knowing	it,	until	Halliday	saw	him	and	ran	up	and	grabbed	him	and	said,	‘Aint	your	name	Christmas?’
and	the	nigger	said	that	it	was.	He	never	denied	it.	He	never	did	anything.	He	never	acted	like	either	a	nigger	or	a	white
man.	That	was	it.	That	was	what	made	the	folks	so	mad.	For	him	to	be	a	murderer	and	all	dressed	up	and	walking	the	town
like	he	dared	them	to	touch	him,	when	he	ought	to	have	been	skulking	and	hiding	in	the	woods,	muddy	and	dirty	and	running.
It	was	like	he	never	even	knew	he	was	a	murderer,	let	along	a	nigger	too.”	(657–58)
A	culture’s	racist	vernacular	speaks	here.	In	this	vernacular,	all	“niggers”	are	capable—it
is	their	default	position—of	being	rapist-murderers	who	skulk	and	hide	in	the	woods.	They	are
typically	 dirty	 as	well—and	 recognizable	 as	 such.	 Joe	Christmas’s	 final	 gestures	 eloquently
transcend	this	racial	stereotype.	With	exquisite	irony,	he	bestrides	the	town	as	though	he	owned
it.	A	white	barbershop,	a	new	shirt	and	tie	and	hat,	an	unhurried	parading	through	Mottstown
while	waiting	to	be	recognized:	his	moves	counter	white	expectations,	point	for	point.	He	does
not	say	a	word.	His	performance	says	it	for	him:	“I	look	like	you,	perhaps	better	than	you.	I	am
clean,	tall,	and	self-possessed.	I	enter	and	exit	your	segregated	spaces—your	barbershop	and
stores—and	you	do	not	see	my	difference.	You	do	not	see	it	because	it	does	not	exist.	It	takes
you	forever	 to	catch	up	to	me.”	I	have	 invented	this	silent	speech,	yet	something	like	 it	 roils
inside	 this	 mob	 of	 enraged	 whites.	 Inchoately,	 they	 register	 his	 insult	 and	 grasp	 that	 he	 is
mocking	the	racial	conventions	that	underwrite	their	sanity.	“The	Negro-in-America	is	a	form
of	 insanity	 which	 overtakes	 white	 men,”	 Baldwin	 wrote.	 Light	 in	 August	 is	 the	 first	 of
Faulkner’s	masterpieces	to	express	the	fallout	of	that	insanity.
Light	in	August	treats	Joe	Christmas’s	racial	identity	as	a	mystery	at	once	radioactive	and
unsolvable.	 Given	 white	 anxiety	 toward	 miscegenation,	 as	 well	 as	 whites’	 urgent	 need	 to
decode	racial	identity	accurately	so	as	to	tether	their	responses	accordingly,	Christmas’s	racial
mystery	provokes	in	them	outrage.	The	social	contract	 that	had	remained	relatively	benign	in
Faulkner’s	previous	novels	now	reveals	its	darker	elements.	A	long-festering	wound	opens	up
at	the	heart	of	the	body	politic,	launching	a	race-fueled	violence	that	would	solicit	Faulkner’s
diagnostic	 scrutiny	 for	 years	 to	 come.	 Submitted	 to	 this	 new	 racial	 optic,	 Southern	 history
shows	him	not	 the	sleepiness	of	antebellum	ways,	but	a	disease	that	had	ravaged	the	country
(not	 just	 the	 South)	 since	 its	 founding	 centuries	 earlier,	 and	 whose	 virulence	 in	 1932	 was
unabated.	Faulkner	now	had	rawer	and	more	damaging	social	materials	on	his	hands	than	ever
before,	 and	 the	 imaginative	 labor	 of	 how	best	 to	 deploy	 those	materials—to	make	 them	 tell
most	resonantly—would	beget	his	most	inventive	forms.
Mystery	has	now	become	central	to	those	narrative	forms	(there	is	distress	everywhere	in
the	 earlier	work,	 but	 little	mystery).	 It	 takes	 the	 concealed	mystery	 of	Christmas’s	 blood	 to
make	 certain	 intimate	 encounters	 between	 him	 and	whites	 possible	 at	 all.	My	 distinction	 is
crucial:	concealed	mystery	 lets	Faulkner	narrate	 as	normal	black-white	 relations	 that	would
otherwise	 be	 taboo.	 Put	 in	 different	 terms,	 Faulkner	 is	 beginning	 to	 dramatize	what	 he	will
later	call	the	“might	have	been.”	For	all	its	focus	on	the	meanness	of	Southern	race	relations,
Light	 in	August	 lets	us	glimpse—through	Bobbie,	 Joanna,	Mrs.	Hines,	and	Joe	himself—the
pathos,	 the	 waste,	 of	 feelings	 that	 will	 be	 mangled	 by	 the	 racial	 status	 quo.	 This	 Utopian
glimpse	is	short-lived:	once	Joe’s	racial	mystery	becomes	visible,	it	must	cease—for	all	white
characters	 in	 the	 novel—to	 be	 a	 mystery.	 Racial	 identity	 cannot	 be	 tolerated	 in	 Faulkner’s
Faulkner and Mystery, edited by Annette Trefzer, and Ann J. Abadie, University Press of Mississippi, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/swarthmore/detail.action?docID=1701948.
Created from swarthmore on 2020-08-12 14:47:15.
C
op
yr
ig
ht
 ©
 2
01
4.
 U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 P
re
ss
 o
f M
is
si
ss
ip
pi
. A
ll 
rig
ht
s 
re
se
rv
ed
.
South	as	mystery.	Selfhood	is	accessible	in	his	culture	only	through	the	fixed	lens	of	a	racial
binary.	Exposing	the	mystery	of	Christmas’s	racial	identity	launches—ritualistically,	inevitably
—outbursts	 of	 violence.	 The	 cunning	 of	 the	 book	 lodges	 in	 Faulkner’s	 keeping	 that	mystery
known	only	to	us	and	to	Joe,	but	unknown	to	others.	Faulkner	thus	makes	it	a	working	mystery,
begetting	outrage	or	perversity	whenever	it	is	outed	for	white	comprehension.
What	 are	 the	 results	 of	 this	 narrative	 experiment?	 It	 lets	 us	 see	 that	 no	 love	 in	Light	 in
August	can	acknowledge	racial	difference	(revealed	or	assumed)	and	remain	intact.	Such	love
as	 crosses	 the	 barrier	 of	 race	 gets	 scarred	 and	 deformed	 in	 its	 passage,	 manifesting	 as
abjection,	 perversity,	 hysteria.	 The	 implicit	 racial	 stance	 operative	 in	 Light	 in	 August
emerges:	sustainable	love	can	develop	between	two	people	only	if	they	share	the	same	race.
You	 have	 to	 know	 your	 love	 partner	 as	 racially	 akin,	 in	 order	 to	 experience	 appropriate
feelings.	 The	 love	 comedy	 of	 Byron	 and	 Lena	 is	 luridly	 silhouetted	 by	 the	 love	 fiasco	 of
Christmas	and	every	white	woman	he	becomes	 involved	with.	Everything	known	 in	Light	 in
August	 proceeds	on	 the	premise	 that	 a	 crossing	of	 races—in	 the	 same	character	or	between
characters—cannot	be	borne.	But	if	unknown?	To	launch	those	racial	crossings	nevertheless—
and	 to	 take	 the	 diagnostic	 measure	 of	 the	 violence	 unleashed,	 the	 tenderness	 despoiled—
Faulkner	needed	Christmas’s	racial	identity	as	mystery.
3
I	 turn	 now	 to	 Absalom,	 Absalom!	 There,	 the	 love-race-mystery	 equation	 deepens;	 we	 are
granted	much	more	than	Light	in	August’s	Utopian	glimpses.	Once	again,	a	central	character’s
racial	identity	is	kept	a	mystery.	However,	no	reader	is	permitted	to	know—until	virtually	the
end	of	 the	 narrative—that	 there	 is	 a	 racial	mystery	 centered	 on	Charles	Bon.	Everyone,	we
included,	 remained	 unaware	 that	 the	 mysterious	what—his	 unexplained	 murder—kept	 from
view	a	mysterious	who:	his	racial	identity.
Rather	 than	descending	 into	 the	morass	of	 recrimination	and	violence	 that	 that	mystery—
whenever	revealed—launched	in	Light	in	August,	Absalom	 reaches	towards	love.	It	does	so
by	staging	a	series	of	imaginative	projections.	This	is	the	most	openly	projective	of	Faulkner’s
novels.	It	cannot	“work”	at	all	without	Judith	and	Henry’s	projections	onto	Bon,	Quentin	and
Shreve’s	projections	onto	the	Sutpen	and	Coldfield	families,	the	reader’s	projections—through
the	mediating	discourses	of	several	narrators—onto	 the	entire	cast	of	characters.	Absalom	 is
rife	with	vicarious	projections	into	others’	lives,	and	such	projections	can	go	anywhere.10
Inasmuch	as	vicarious	projection	fuels	the	dynamic	of	love	itself,	Absalom	aspires—more
than	 any	 other	 work	 of	 Faulkner—toward	 an	 “overpass	 to	 love.”	 By	 keeping	 the	 reader
uninformed,	 like	 the	 characters	 themselves,	 of	 the	 racial	 identity	 of	 its	 most	 enigmatic
character,	Absalom	establishes	Bon	as	the	fantasy	center	of	the	book:	a	blank	slate	on	whom	a
range	 of	 lovers	 and	 narrators	 may	 project	 their	 fondest	 desires.	 Ellen	 sees	 in	 him	 the
refinement	 missing	 in	 her	 husband	 and	 children,	 Henry	 sees	 in	 him	 the	 sophistication	 and
beauty	 he	 himself	 lacks,	 Judith	 sees	 in	 him	 a	 marital	 destiny	 she	 yearns	 for.	 As	 for	 the
narrators,	Rosa	sees	in	Bon	the	ideal	husband	she	is	never	to	have,	Mr.	Compson	sees	in	him
an	unillusioned	intelligence	that	yet	avoids	nihilism,	and	Quentin	and	Shreve	see	in	him	a	New
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Orleans–funded	 finesse	 and	 freedom	 from	northern	Mississippi	 rigidities	of	 thought,	 feeling,
and	behavior.
Faulkner	writes	Bon	 in	such	a	way	 that	 the	other	characters—with	 the	 fatal	exception	of
Sutpen—see	 in	Bon	a	greater	 fund	of	possibility	 than	 they	 themselves	possess.	They	 love	 in
him	the	larger	life	they	cannot	conceptualize	or	access	without	him.	This	novel	is	difficult	to
read	primarily	because	the	chronology	of	its	narration	is	so	different	from	the	chronology	of	its
events.	 And	 it	 is	 precisely	 that	 difference—which	 keeps	 Bon’s	 identity	 a	 mystery—that
produces	everyone’s	sense	of	him	as	a	blank	slate	rather	than	part	black.	No	one	knows	until
the	end	that	they’ve	been	wrong	about	him.	Thanks	to	Faulkner’s	sustaining	of	racial	mystery,
Bon	 has	 become	 the	 touchstone	 for	 extraordinary	 identifications.	 Faulkner	 thus	 yokes	 the
mystery	of	his	identity	to	the	capacity	for	love	itself—the	human	propensity	to	project	into	the
other	and	see	one’s	own	possibilities	at	stake	there.
Their	 love	 for	 him—which	 in	 Henry’s	 case	 will	 not	 survive	 the	 “revelation”	 of	 black
blood—takes	Absalom	into	racial	territory	Faulkner	had	never	entered	before	and	would	never
do	so	again.	Whites	loving	blacks,	always	on	condition	of	not	knowing	that	they	are	black:	this
arrangement	bristles	with	implication.	Half	French	in	his	sophistication,	half	American	in	his
vulnerability;	half	female	in	his	charm,	half	male	in	his	strength;	half	white	by	his	father,	part
black	 by	 his	 mother:	 Bon	 blends	 elegance	 and	 power,	 sophisticated	 shrewdness,	 and
generosity	of	spirit.	These	come	together	to	produce	a	suppleness	of	being	that	no	pure	line	of
descent	 could	make	 available.	 He	 is	 the	 text’s	 Utopian	 image	 of	 what	miscegenation	might
really	 enable,	 though	 no	 one	 in	 the	 story	 is	 prepared	 to	 consider	 this	 possibility	 once	 he	 is
outed	as	black.	Identified	thus—his	history	exposed—Bon	cannot	be	loved,	nor	admired,	nor
admitted	into	the	precincts	of	his	white	family.	Once	racially	fixed,	he	must	either	submit	to	be
“nigger”	or	die	the	death.	Given	Bon’s	courage,	his	choice	is	not	surprising.
Henry	pleads	with	Bon—“You	are	my	brother”—to	forego	his	quest,	not	 force	 the	 issue.
Bon	 replies:	 “No	 I’m	 not.	 I’m	 the	 nigger	 that’s	 going	 to	 sleep	 with	 your	 sister.”11	 Bon	 is
unpacifiably	both.	No	other	fiction	writer	approaches	Faulkner	when	it	comes	to	loving	what
you	hate,	hating	what	you	love.	This	unmanageable	heart	truth	underwrites	Absalom	and	makes
it	 live	 and	 breathe.	 “The	 human	 heart	 in	 conflict	with	 itself”:	 so	 Faulkner	 characterized	 his
core	concern	when	receiving	the	Nobel	Prize	in	1950.	What	is	this	but	to	center	his	great	work
on	 the	 plight	 of	 human	 beings	 who	 find	 themselves	 intolerably	 self-entrapped?	 Doomed	 by
what	their	culture	has	taught	them	they	must	be—yet	can	no	longer	bear	to	be?	Faulkner’s	most
compelling	 protagonists	 seethe	 with	 convictions	 at	 odds	 with	 their	 feelings.	 The	 territory
Faulkner	opens	 to	anguished	 reilluming	 is	 the	 reality—at	once	his	own	and	his	 region’s—of
interracial	 intimacy	 cohabiting	 with	 repudiation.	 They	 are	 us	 and	 not	 us,	 cherished	 and
abandoned—dark	twins	bonded	by	blood,	beyond	joining	because	of	that	shared	blood.
By	the	end	Absalom	has	revealed	in	Charles	Bon	all	that	he	is	and	cannot	be.	Bon	a	nigger?
Given	what	we	have	seen,	the	inappropriateness	of	“nigger”	virtually	explodes	on	the	page.	In
mid-nineteenth-century	Mississippi,	 if	 Bon	 “were”	 black,	 he	would	 have	 been	 a	 slave,	 and
none	of	Absalom’s	 love	 investments	would	have	been	possible.	Since	he	“is”	black—as	we
learn	at	the	end—we	recognize	with	renewed	power	the	absurd	brutality	of	racial	stereotype.
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Absurd	 because	 Bon	 so	 transcends	 the	 stereotype,	 brutal	 because	 its	 daily	 imposition
prevented	Mississippi	blacks	from	remotely	becoming	Bon.	Faulkner	has	created,	in	the	guise
of	this	socially	impossible	figure,	so	much	that	the	South	had	experienced	but	could	not	allow
itself	to	conceptualize.
The	murder	of	Bon	finally	takes	on	its	meaning.	The	morganatic	marriage	only	goes	so	far,
not	very	far	at	all.	The	incest	motive	goes	further,	 tormenting	Henry	for	 the	four	years	of	 the
war.	 Finally,	 there	 is	miscegenation,	 and	 this	 barrier	 is	 nonnegotiable—Henry	 “thinking	 not
what	he	would	do	but	what	he	would	have	to	do.	Because	he	knew	what	he	would	do”	(292).
Perhaps	the	book’s	brilliance	is	most	on	display	here.	Absalom	must	think	through	 something
that	its	actors—once	they	know	that	the	obstacle	to	marriage	is	miscegenation—are	incapable
of	thinking	about	at	all.
This	 revelation	 must	 come	 last	 because	 we,	 Bon,	 and	 the	 others	 in	 the	 novel	 must
experience	 him	 otherwise	 until	 the	 end.	 We	 internalize	 (as	 Henry	 does)	 the	 developing
emotional	value	of	his	becoming	a	brother	before	he	can	be	unmasked	as	black.	We	live	inside
his	subjectivity	as	a	man	who	does	not	know	he	is	black.	He	figures	it	out,	finally,	because	the
refusal	 of	 acknowledgment	 he	 receives	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 his	 father	 tells	 him	 eventually,	 by
process	of	elimination,	who	he	has	to	be.	He	must	be	suffering	from	the	one	condition	no	white
Southern	patriarch	can	acknowledge:	black	blood.	Finally	it	clicks	into	coherence.
The	 resemblance	 between	Absalom	 and	Oedipus	 the	King	 is	 not	 fortuitous.	 Both	works
center	on	the	mystery	of	identity,	on	identity	as	mystery.	Both	Oedipus	and	Bon	turn	out	to	be
what	no	one—including	themselves—can	bear	them	to	be.	Their	 inner	coherence	is	revealed
as	social	transgression—enabled	by	the	rupture	of	taboo.	Absalom	stages	this	in	such	a	way	as
to	 maximize	 the	 horror	 of	 X	 and	 non-X	 being	 one	 and	 the	 same.	 “And	 you	 are——?”—
Quentin’s	hushed	question	 to	a	dying	Henry	Sutpen—here	 takes	on	 its	deeper	 resonance:	 the
mystery	of	 identity	 as	 at	 once	 inner	 and	outer,	 self-sustaining	yet	 socially	 constructed.	 “And
you	are——?”	becomes	unanswerable,	a	question	that	 is	 itself	 in	question.	The	resonance	of
the	question	is	not	far	to	find	if	we	ask	how	blacks	in	the	South	can	be	both	anathema	to	whites
and	at	the	same	time	their	siblings,	parents,	and	offspring—kept	tenaciously	out	of	homes	that
they	are	always	already	inside	of,	how	Charles	Bon	can	be	at	once	paragon	and	scapegoat.
Sophocles	 treats	 that	 question	more	 benignly	 than	 Faulkner	 does.	 Finally	 self-identified,
Oedipus	exacts	punishment	on	himself,	and	the	plague	of	Thebes	is	lifted.	Not	so	for	Faulkner:
If	Charles	Bon	can	be	the	love	object	for	every	questing	character	in	Absalom,	if	he	can	house
their	fondest	desires	and	aspiration,	then	the	racial	structure	of	the	South	that	eventually	claims
and	 destroys	 him—once	 his	 racial	 identity	 is	 outed—loses	 its	 cogency	 and	 conceptually
shatters,	like	a	house	of	cards.	Not	the	lifting	of	the	plague	of	race	but	the	recognition,	finally,
of	all	that	that	plague	portends.	“I	don’t	hate	the	South,”	Quentin	keeps	repeating	at	the	end	of
Absalom.	Given	what	Faulkner	has	shown,	no	reader	has	 trouble	understanding	why	Quentin
cannot	convince	himself.
The	indispensable	condition	required	for	these	mysteries	to	work	is	that	neither	Christmas
nor	 Bon	 looks	 black.	 It	 follows	 that	 Faulkner	 could	 produce	 his	 most	 penetrating	 racial
diagnoses	 only	 if	 the	 “black”	men	 in	 question	 seemed	white.	Let	 us	 take	 this	 a	 step	 further:
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Faulkner	 could	 enter	 them	 vividly	 only	 if,	 within	 his	 own	 imaginary,	 they	were	 white—yet
tragically	ensnared	by	being	 read	 (by	others,	perhaps	by	 themselves	as	well)	 as	black.	This
line	of	argument	seems	to	me	persuasive,	and	it	points	in	two	directions.
Most	compellingly,	it	suggests	that,	in	Light	in	August	and	Absalom,	Absalom!,	Faulkner	is
envisaging	 a	 transcendence	 of	 racial	 difference	 itself.	 The	 mystery	 of	 racial	 difference	 he
narrates	reveals	at	 its	core—no	difference.	Rumor,	dread,	violence—all	of	 these	fueled	by	a
hysterical	 social	 mandate:	 but	 no	 difference.	 Put	 otherwise,	 Faulkner’s	 choice	 to	 enter	 the
turmoil	 of	 race	 in	 America	 by	 way	 of	 white	 anxiety	 permitted	 him	 to	 expose	 the	 entire
deforming	edifice	of	 racial	 constructedness.	Blacks	and	whites	do	not	otherwise	differ.	And
more,	these	two	novels	keep	Utopianly	whispering,	deep	down,	that	whites—at	an	unconscious
level—do	not	want	them	to	differ.12	Deep	down,	whites	long	for	reunion—however	forbidden
by	social	norms—reunion	with	their	repudiated	siblings	and	parents	and	offspring,	with	their
disowned	lovers.
The	 other	 direction	 this	 insight	 points	 to	 is	more	 obvious:	when	 Faulkner	 undertakes	 to
narrate	 the	 plight	 of	 visibly	 and	 vocally	 identifiable	 blacks,	 the	 imaginative	 terms	 at	 his
disposal	shift.	His	fiction	embarks	on	a	different	pathway,	one	that	shows	more	markedly	the
influence	of	his	 culture’s	 thinking	and	 feeling	about	blacks.	 I	want	 to	close	 this	 argument	by
suggesting	that	Go	Down,	Moses	and	Intruder	in	the	Dust	pursue	this	later	pathway,	and	that
the	mystery	of	racial	identity	explored	in	Light	in	August	and	Absalom	transforms	into	a	drama
of	detection.
4
Go	Down,	Moses	informs	us,	racially,	at	the	outset.	We	learn	in	“Was”	that	the	slave	the	two
McCaslin	brothers	are	hunting,	Tomey’s	Turl,	is	a	“half-white	McCaslin.”	Buck	and	Buddy	do
not	 register	 that	mixed	 race	 identity	 as	 scandal,	 neither	 does	 the	 narrator,	 the	 nine-year-old
Cass.	 Tomey’s	 Turl’s	 cultural	 identity	 and	 language—his	 behavior	 in	 all	 its	 facets—are
comfortably	represented	as	black.	No	one	within	the	novel	projects	into	Tomey’s	Turl’s	being
as	also	white—the	damage	imposed	by	his	abusive	begetting	has	done	its	cultural	work—and
the	 reader,	 likewise,	 is	not	 invited	 to	 imagine	Turl	 as	white	 either.	 Instead,	we	are	urged	 to
recognize	 the	 unspoken	 inhumanity	 in	 two	 brothers’	 casually	 racist	 treatment	 of	 their	 half-
brother,	and	thus	to	envisage	what	it	meant,	in	1859,	to	own	a	white-spawned	“nigger-slave.”
The	 racial	wrong	wrought	 into	 that	 begetting	 is	 of	 course	Go	Down,	Moses’s	 central	moral
concern.	But	the	focus	of	that	concern	is	Old	Carothers’s	white	guilt—and	its	descent	first	to
Buck	and	Buddy,	and	 then	 to	 Ike.	The	focus	 is	not	Tomey	Turl’s	 identity	as	mystery.	For	his
part,	 Turl	 accepts	 and	 exploits	 his	 status	 as	McCaslin	 slave.	We	 are	worlds	 away	 from	 the
vertigo	of	Joe	Christmas,	the	anguish	of	Charles	Bon.
Turl’s	 son,	 Lucas,	 is	 significantly	 white	 descended	 as	 well,	 and	 Lucas’s	 speech	 and
projects	and	behavior	are—like	his	father’s—wily	Negro	normative.	Lucas,	however,	makes
much	larger	claims	than	Turl	on	both	the	whites	within	the	novel	and	the	reader	outside	it.	But
these	claims	 invoke	his	 resourcefulness	and	dignity	more	 than	 they	 invite	 a	 rethinking	of	his
racial	makeup.	Lucas’s	racially	crossed	history	registers	as	white	abuse,	not	as	a	mystery	of
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identity.	 More,	 Lucas’s	 various	 shenanigans	 throughout	 “The	 Fire	 and	 the	 Hearth”	 reveal,
precisely,	his	canniness—his	capacity	to	operate	effectively	within	his	given	racial	conditions.
In	keeping	with	 the	premise	of	a	narrative	centered	on	shrewd	“dealing”	with	obstacles,
even	 the	 race-focused	 sleuthing	 that	 occupies	 Ike	 in	 part	 4	 of	 “The	Bear”	 (via	 the	 ledgers)
seems	to	be	presented	in	order	to	be	resolved.	Detection	triumphs,	and	the	concealed	mystery
of	Old	Carothers’s	miscegenated	begettings—first	on	Eunice	and	then	on	Tomasina—is	outed
and	 dispelled.	 These	 recognitions,	 however	 moving	 (and	 they	 are	 moving),	 resonate	 quite
differently	from	the	outrage	of	Light	in	August’s	race	mystery,	the	tragedy	of	Absalom’s	 race
mystery.	 They	 have	 little	 to	 do	 with	 intimate	 projections	 unknowingly	 launched	 across	 the
racial	binary—with	the	pathos	of	such	projections	once	they	are	revealed	as	scandalous,	once
they	collapse	or	turn	to	violence.	There	is	(white)	ceremonial	grief	and	mourning	aplenty	in	Go
Down,	Moses,	 but	 no	mystery	 that	would	 allow	 love	 to	 cross	 racial	 lines—for	 a	 time.	 Put
otherwise,	there	is	in	this	novel	no	visionary	grasp	of	the	need	for	a	postracial	South.
To	 care	 for	 Lucas	 Beauchamp	 as	 some	whites	 did	 care	 for	 blacks	 in	 Faulkner’s	 1940s
culture,	 Faulkner	 had	 to	 posit	 him	 as	 knowably	 black.	 How	 he	 got	 to	 be	 black	 is	 a	 story
Faulkner	invests	with	enormous	significance,	but	that	is	a	white	story.	Moreover,	now	that	he	is
black,	Lucas	is	a	good	black,	inextricably	composed	of	what	Faulkner’s	culture	took	to	be	the
range	 of	 behaviors	 that	 signified:	 good	 black.	 Lucas	 emerges	 thus	 as	 one	 of	 ours,	 but	 this
according	to	white	racial	norms	for	understanding	him.	He	is	to	be	protected—and	the	novel
insists	on	protecting	him—but	only	as	such.	We	know	throughout	Go	Down,	Moses	how	we’re
supposed	to	think	about	him.	His	begetting	is	born	of	outrage,	but	his	being	is	not	a	mystery.
The	pattern	of	racial	identity	I	am	pursuing	completes	itself	in	Intruder	in	the	Dust.	Every
reader	 realizes	swiftly,	even	as	almost	no	one	 in	Jefferson	does,	 that	Lucas	 is	not	guilty.	No
real	 mystery	 here:	 Lucas	 is	 being	 framed—as	 innocent	 blacks	 are	 framed.	 The	 mystery	 in
Intruder	in	the	Dust	centers	elsewhere:	on	the	dead	man	in	that	coffin.	And	this	is	a	death	we
do	not	care	about—a	death	mandated	by	the	story	of	detection	Faulkner	has	chosen	to	narrate,
virtually	 a	Macguffin	 (in	 cinematic	 terms).	 His	 death	 does	 not	 threaten	 the	 security	 of	 our
identity,	does	not	remind	us,	uncannily,	that	we	too	are	destined	for	that	coffin,	that	our	social
arrangements	(including	our	racial	ones)	extend	past	our	own	control	and	comprehension	and
could—should	 fate	 wish	 it—turn	 and	 annihilate	 us.	 Such	 mystery	 as	 attaches	 to	 that	 coffin
submits	 wholly	 to	 detection.	More,	 Lucas	 Beauchamp	 is	 not	 genuinely	 menaced	 either.	 All
readers	gather	(this	is	the	implicit	narrative	contract	embedded	in	the	genre)	that	his	innocence
will	be	revealed.	Rather	than	menaced,	Lucas	remains	encased	in	his	dignity,	a	throwback	to
earlier	 mores.	 His	 plight,	 external	 only,	 is	 designed	 to	 engage	 white	 Jeffersonians	 and	 the
white	reader	as	an	unmistakable	call	to	come	to	his	aid.	Put	otherwise,	by	1948	Faulkner	had
come	to	respect,	enshrine,	and	reify	black	difference.	He	envisaged	it	as	a	sturdy	composite	of
Southern-white-liberal-approved	traits:	minority	 traits	 in	no	need	of	alteration.	Let	 them	stay
who	 they	 essentially	 are—Sambos	with	 grounded,	 imperturbable	 dignity—and	 let	 us	whites
begin	the	long-delayed	business	of	emancipating	them.	No	meddling	Yankees	needed	for	this:
an	 old	 Southern	 lady,	 a	 couple	 of	 enterprising	 boys,	 and	 an	 avuncular	 white	 liberal	 are
sufficient	for	the	deed.
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Light	 in	August	and	Absalom,	Absalom!	 are	Faulkner’s	 supreme	mysteries	of	 race.	Each
novel	 raised	 the	 question	 of	 racial	 difference	 itself.	 Without	 mystery,	 Faulkner	 came	 to
recognize,	without	 the	veils	of	misrecognition	 it	 imposed,	 interracial	 intimacy	could	not	 take
place.	He	provided	 the	mystery	 so	 that	 it	would	happen.	Once	 that	 veil	 is	 shorn,	 and	 racial
difference	revealed,	none	of	his	whites	could	sustain	interracial	love.	The	best	they	could	do—
and	by	the	1940s	it	was	all	he	asked	of	them—was	to	care	for	blacks	in	a	less	projective	way,
a	way	 that	upheld	 racial	 difference	even	as	 it	 humanized	 it:	 paternally,	 guiltily,	 tardily.13	 To
care	 for	 blacks	 not	 as	 versions	 of	 themselves	 but	 as	 the	 others	 the	 whites	 had	 for	 so	 long
abused.	 In	 the	 end,	 Faulkner	 sought	 less	 to	 transcend	 racial	 difference	 than	 to	 acknowledge
white	and	black	as	separate	but	equal.	For	this	he	no	longer	needed	a	mystery	centered	on	race
at	all.	It	was	enough	for	detection	to	figure	out	who	was	in	that	coffin.	Thus	his	work	took	on
lesser	mysteries	while	 abandoning	 a	 greater	 one:	 the	mystery	 of	 a	 racial	 difference	 that	 is,
however	devastating	for	centuries	to	Southern	and	American	society,	no	difference	at	all.
NOTES
1.	This	definition	is	taken	from	Douglas	Harper’s	commentary	on	“Mystery”	in	the	Online	Etymology	Dictionary	(2001),
Lancaster,	Pa.	etymology.com.
2.	For	more	on	ancient	ceremonial	mysteries,	see	Georg	Luck,	Ancient	Pathways	and	Hidden	Priests:	Religion,	Morals,
and	Magic	in	the	Ancient	World	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	2000).
3.	The	locus	classicus	of	Freud’s	thinking	on	these	matters	is	his	essay	entitled	“The	Uncanny,”	in	The	Standard	Edition	of
the	Complete	Psychological	Works	of	Sigmund	Freud,	23	vols.	(London:	Hogarth	Press,	1954–1974),	17:	219–53.	For	the
resonance	of	“uncanny”	in	modernist	literature,	see	my	Unknowing:	The	Work	of	Modernist	Fiction	(Ithaca:	Cornell
University	Press,	2005),	79–120.
4.	David	I.	Grossvogel,	Mystery	and	Its	Fictions	(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	1979),	15.
5.	Ibid.,	4.
6.	Much	of	this	argument	is	indebted	to	the	chapter	on	race	in	my	Becoming	Faulkner	(New	York:	Oxford	University
Press,	2010).
7.	Racial	anxiety	in	the	South	is	of	course	widely	recognized	in	Faulkner	studies.	For	an	incisive	recent	treatment	of	this
concern,	see	John	T.	Matthews,	“This	Race	Which	Is	Not	One:	The	‘More	Inextricable	Compositeness’	of	William	Faulkner’s
South,”	in	Look	Away!	The	U.S.	South	in	New	World	Studies,	ed.	Jon	Smith	and	Deborah	Cohn	(Durham:	Duke	University
Press,	2004),	201–26.
8.	James	Baldwin,	“Stranger	in	the	Village,”	in	The	Price	of	the	Ticket:	Collected	Nonfiction,	1948–1985	(New	York:
St.	Martin’s,	1985),	88.
9.	William	Faulkner,	Light	in	August	(1932),	in	Joseph	Blotner	and	Noel	Polk,	eds.,	Faulkner:	Novels	1930–1935	(New
York:	Library	of	America:	1985),	470–71.	All	citations	will	refer	to	this	edition.
10.	For	more	on	the	centrality	of	projection	in	modernist	fiction,	see	my	Unknowing,	202–5.
11.	William	Faulkner,	Absalom,	Absalom!	(1936),	in	Joseph	Blotner	and	Noel	Polk,	eds.,	Faulkner:	Novels	1936–1940
(New	York:	Library	of	America:	1990),	294.
12.	Eric	Sundquist	offers	(in	Faulkner:	The	House	Divided	[Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	1983])	what	is
still	the	best	meditation	on	Southern	whites’	unacknowledgeable	desire	to	love	the	blacks	whom	they	must	at	the	same	time
disown.	See	especially	his	commentary	on	Absalom,	Absalom!
13.	For	fuller	discussion	of	Faulkner’s	vexed	stance—at	once	penetrating	and	blind-sighted—toward	racial	turmoil
throughout	the	1950s,	see	Charles	Peavy’s	Go	Slow	Now:	Faulkner	and	the	Race	Question	(Eugene:	University	of	Oregon
Press,	1971),	as	well	as	the	chapter	“Dark	Twins:	Faulkner	and	Race”	in	Becoming	Faulkner.
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